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Message from the Ag Specialist

Happy New Year! It is hard to believe that an entire year has passed
since this newsletter's first issue went out last January. 2025 presented
significant challenges for agriculture. Adverse weather conditions, avian
flu, cuts in federal funding, the government shutdown, loss of farmland,
tariff impacts, and market uncertainties all made it harder to farm. But
2025 also brought opportunities for folks to come together in creative
new ways, making connections and partnerships to support one another
and to identify shared goals. Here at the Conservation District, 2025
marked the first time in 30 years that there has been a full-time staff
person devoted to supporting agriculture in Hamilton County. It has been
an honor to serve such a vibrant community, and | look forward to
continuing this work in 2026. Despite the rapidly changing times,
agriculture is still growing strong in Hamilton County. Read on for lots of
ag-related information and upcoming opportunities in the new year.

People sometimes ask growers if they take a break in the winter, but
things are often just as busy in the cold months, albeit in a different way.
While fields and beds may have been put to rest, livestock still need care
and farmer's hands and minds don't stop. Winter means cleaning,
organizing, fixing fences, and tool and machine maintenance. It is a time
for looking back to take stock of what worked, and what didn't, so
lessons can be learned from the past. These lessons, of course, inform
the future of good operations. Dreaming big, making plans, and
preparing for the next season are winter work. Whether pouring through
seed catalogs, planning crop rotations, selling stored harvests,
expanding grazing pastures, or seeking new funding opportunities, every
grower is busy in the winter.
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As you make your plans for 2026, consider how the Conservation District
can help support your vision. We provide technical assistance on
conservation practices, soil fertility testing, pasture management, nutrient
application, drainage issues, manure management, water quality and
stream health. We offer at-cost sales throughout the year on rain barrels,
native plants and trees, and cover crop seed. Our wide variety of
education programs are offered for free or simply cover the cost of
materials, and they feature the expertise of our committed staff and
community partners. We are here to help!

May 2026 bring you peace, prosperity, and good growing,

Nicole Gunderman
Agriculture Specialist
Hamilton County Conservation District

Hardy greens like spinach can thrive throughout winter in a high tunnel. These
structures extend the growing season and are one of the conservation practices that can
be funded through the NRCS EQIP Grant Program. Learn about the EQIP program at our
upcoming session on January 22nd. More info below.

Upcoming District Events

EQIP Grant Info Session and Q&A
Thursday, January 22, 6:00-7:30 pm
HCCD Training Center
2710 E. Kemper Rd, Sharonville

NRCS Staff Contacts:
John Williams
0 |\| RC S 513-887-3720
u john.williams.2@usda.gov
Natural Resources Conservation Service

Sarah Moore
513-887-3720
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sarah.moore4@usda.gov

The deadline for 2026 EQIP
applications is January 15,
2026. Please reach out to
NRCS staff immediately if you

plan to apply.

The January 22nd session will
introduce the EQIP Grant
program, what practices it can
fund, eligibility requirements,
and will allow time for
questions. Get to know your
regional NRCS staff and learn .
what steps you can take to be EQIP Info Session
ready for the 2027 funding Registration
cycle. Free to attend,

registration is requested.

Pizza and drinks provided!

Winter Sowing
Edible Companion

Plants

Saturday, January 24
10:00-11:30 am

HCCD Training Center
2710 E. Kemper Rd,
Sharonville

Winter Sowing is the
easy, low-cost
gardening method of planting seeds in plastic "mini greenhouses"
during winter. The seeds experience natural cold and moisture
before sprouting in spring, eliminating the need for indoor grow
lights and hardening off seedlings. Learn how this winter sowing
method can be used for edible garden plants like peas, leafy
greens, and root veggies. We'll also learn about companion
planting and why it can be beneficial to pair certain plants. Then
we'll plant in recycled containers and you'll take home some ready-
to-go winter sown seeds of your own!

Register for Winter Sowing Edible Companion

Plants

Partner Programs & Events

If you would like us to include your upcoming events in this bi-monthly
newsletter, please email pertinent information and a link to:
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nicole.gunderman@hamiltoncountyohio.gov

Education Programs:

Jan 17: Coffee, Catalogs, Seeds, & Shenanigans, Civic Garden Center
Jan 21: Winter Sowing Perennial Flowers & Herbs, Turner Farm

Jan 24: Chickens in Your Backyard, Gorman Heritage Farm

Feb 7: Planning an Organic Vegetable Garden, Civic Garden Center
Feb 7: Community Maple Day, Greenacres Foundation

Feb 10: Regenerative Agriculture, Civic Garden Center

Feb 17: Seed Starting, Civic Garden Center

Feb 21: Winter Pruning Blitz, Common Orchard Project

Feb 24 Plant Diseases & Pest Management, Civic Garden Center

Greater Cincinnati Regional
‘? } Food Policy Council

Apply to become a
Food Policy Council Member

Are you passionate about building a more resilient, equitable food
system in the Greater Cincinnati region? The Greater Cincinnati
Regional Food Policy Council is seeking new members and
committee volunteers to help advance a socially, economically, and
environmentally sustainable regional food system. If you are a
farmer, grower, food system expert or advocate looking to
contribute, apply to become a member today.

In addition to Council membership, applications are now open for
the Policy, Education, and Advocacy (PEA) Committee. You do
not have to be a council member to join the committee! The PEA
Committee will translate strategic priorities into action through local
policy research, advocacy campaigns, and community education,
with focus areas in Farms & Land Use, Access & Education,
Infrastructure, and Institutions. Applications will be accepted
through January 11, 2026.

Food Policy Council Info & Application

Educational Resources

Conferences:

State Organic Grains Conference
Sandusky, Ohio
January 7 & 8, 2026
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This popular conference offers programming for growers transitioning to or
considering organic, experienced organic growers, and consultants or
educators who support these growers. It will cover a wide range of agronomic
and management topics for organic grain farming, including Farmland
Leasing Options for organic growers. Presented by Ohio State University's
Farm Office and Ohio State’s Organic Food & Farming Education and
Research (OFFER) program with input from a planning committee of land
grant staff and researchers and organic farmers from Ohio and surrounding
states. Learn more and register HERE.

Urban & Small-Scale Farm Connection Conference

Central State University

Wilberforce, Ohio

January 23 & 24, 2026

Back for its second year, the Urban and Small-Scale Farm Connection
Conference will include conversations between farmers, researchers and
technical service providers like Extension, USDA and non-profits. There will
be table talks, listening and learning sessions, one-on-one conversation,
panel discussions, formal presentations, posters and displays, plus shared
meals. Register HERE.

Ohio Ecological Food & Farm Association (OEFFA) Conference
Newark, Ohio

February 13-15, 2026

The region's premier sustainable food and farm conference, the OEFFA
Conference has a long history of providing high-quality programming in
support of sustainable and organic farming in Ohio and beyond. We are
looking forward to creating community with farmers, consumers, and
advocates through workshops and curated social activities. Register HERE.

Trainings & Programs:

Small Farm Management College

Hamilton County OSU Extension

Cincinnati, Ohio

Jan 22, 29 and Feb 5, 12, 2026

What an opportunity right here in Hamilton County! This 10-hour small farm
management college is designed to help landowners examine potential ways
to increase profits from their small acreage properties. Open to all new or
aspiring farmers, landowners, small farmers, and farm families looking for
new ideas. Participants will be challenged to develop realistic expectations for
their farm business and receive information about getting started, identifying
strengths and weaknesses of their property, and developing a farm business
plan. Learn more and register HERE.

All About Sheep!

Webinar

February 3, 17, March 3, 17, 2026

Hear from OSU Extension experts on a variety of sheep production strategies
including calendar-based management, nutrition, setting operational goals,
marketing, and spring health concerns. Find out more and register HERE.

Beef 509 Program
Columbus, Ohio
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February 27 & 28, 2026

BEEF 509 is an intensive educational program designed to help cattle
producers better understand the food side of their business and implement
best management practices to improve beef quality, enhance profitability, and
recognize value within the beef supply chain. Participants will explore topics
including Live Cattle Evaluation, Beef Carcass Grading, Grid Pricing, Beef
Harvest Demonstration, Carcass Fabrication and Cutting, Understanding the
Science of Beef, Beef Quality Assurance, and Live Carcass and Boxed Beef
Evaluation. Registration closes Jan. 20, 2026, or once the program reaches
capacity. Find out more and register HERE.

Southwest Ohio Beekeeper School

Butler County, Ohio

February 28, 2026

Interested in getting started with honeybees? This full-day program offers a
track for people just getting started that will include bee biology,
recommended equipment, apiary requirements, and best practices for
keeping bees. Already own bees but want to learn what to do next? The
second track will cover swarm management, when to add supers, when to
extract honey, disease and pest treatments. Registration includes a boxed
lunch. Learn more and register HERE.

Grant Opportunities

National Cattleman's Beef Association - Rancher Resilience Grant
Deadline: March 1, 2026

$500 - $1,000

NCBA Rancher Resilience Grant has a rolling deadline from January
through March, 2026. If awarded, the funds provide a scholarship to beef
cattle producers to attend approved educational events. Find out more
and apply HERE.

Food Animal Concerns (FACT) Fund-a-Farmer Grant

Deadline: January 8, 2026

$3,500 - $10,000

Two grant opportunities are offered: Animal Welfare Improvements, and
Systems Change & Innovation. Funds are intended to improve the lives
of farm animals and can include expanding access to pasture,
transitioning to a pasture-based system, pursuing animal welfare
certification, projects related to the marketing, sales, and distribution of
welfare-certified products, business plans & feasibility studies for
operation changes, adoption of alternative breeds, and developing co-
operative or other shared-marketing initiatives.

Find out more HERE.

ODNR Grassland Conservation Funding
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The Ohio Department of Natural Resources (ODNR) Division of Wildlife
has $9 million of funding available to landowners who want to create
grassland habitat that can support native wildlife, like northern bobwhite
qguail and other grassland-nesting birds. Eligible lands include cropland
and non-cropland, and grants will be awarded on a per-acre basis or
based on number of projects with contract agreements ranging from one
to four years. The Division of Wildlife and National Bobwhite and
Grasslands Initiative Foundation are working with interested landowners
to provide hands-on technical assistance at no cost. Interested
landowners should contact a Wildlife Management Consultant to begin
planning conservation efforts with experts who can design practical,
wildlife-friendly land management strategies. Find out more HERE.

Regenerative Pilot
Program
..,
—

On Wednesday, December 10, USDA

announced a Regenerative Pilot /

Program to encourage farmers to
adopt practices to improve soil health,
enhance water quality, and boost long-
term productivity, in line with the Make Our Children Healthy Again
Strategy released earlier this year. The pilot program will utilize $400
million from the NRCS Environmental Quality Incentives Program (EQIP)
and $300 million from the Conservation Stewardship Program (CSP) to
fund regenerative agriculture practices. The pilot program intends to
streamline the application process and increase flexibility by requiring
only one application per producer. In addition, NRCS is establishing the
Chief’'s Regenerative Agriculture Advisory Council to meet quarterly and
advise the NRCS Chief to review progress and help guide data and
reporting improvements.

As part of participating in Regenerative Pilot Program, producers must:
e Work with NRCS staff, partners, or technical service providers to
conduct a whole-farm assessment;
e Use at least one primary regenerative management practice; and
e Agree to perform soil health testing in the first and last year of the
contract (at a minimum) to establish a starting baseline and to
record the resulting changes.

The whole-farm assessment includes all resource concerns, and it must

meet NRCS planning criteria in the soil and water resource categories.
Get more information on the Regenerative Pilot Program HERE.

Education Corner



https://ohiodnr.gov/discover-and-learn/safety-conservation/woodland-management/private-lands-biologist
https://ohiodnr.gov/discover-and-learn/safety-conservation/about-ODNR/news/new-grassland-conservation-funds-available-through-odnr-division-of-wildlife
https://www.nrcs.usda.gov/programs-initiatives/regenerative-pilot-program?utm_medium=email&utm_source=govdelivery

Winter Seed Sowing
Winter sowing is a low-cost and low-labor method of starting seeds
outdoors in recycled plastic containers (like milk jugs) during winter,
allowing natural cold temperatures to stratify (break their dormancy) and
prepare them for germination in the spring. It can be a fun DIY winter
garden project that provides big results when the weather starts to warm!

Cold-hardy plant varieties are the most successful, and for this reason
winter sowing is often used to propagate native perennials efficiently.
However, some edible plants can be winter sown too. Cool season crops
like leafy greens, root veggies, onions, and some herbs and flowers can
be started outside in January, then be ready to transplant in the spring.
Winter sowing is also a good way to start plants that need similar
growing conditions, some of which are "companion plants." Companion
planting is a gardening strategy that pairs certain plants together for
mutual benefit (like pest resistance, soil health, and enhanced flavor).

Want to learn how to winter sow some edible companion plants for your
spring garden? Join our program on January 24th and get hands-on with
winter sowing! You'll get step-by-step instructions and then take home
two recycled milk jugs ready to sit out in your yard for the winter. Find out
more and register at the button below. Let's get growing!

Winter Sowing Edible Companion Plants Program
Registration
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Hamilton County Conservation District

Soil and Water Conservation Districts (SWCDSs) like us were established in
response to the environmental devastation of the Dust Bowl in the 1930s,
with the mission of promoting sustainable land management practices. These
districts, which exist in almost every U.S. county, work to conserve and
protect local soil, water, and natural resources through education, technical
assistance, and community collaboration. In agriculture, SWCDs help farmers
and landowners implement practices that prevent erosion, improve water
quality, and enhance soil health, supporting long-term sustainability and
resilience. Hamilton County presents unique challenges as a mostly urban
county, but it also has a rich and vibrant agriculture community.

All District programs and services are offered on a nondiscriminatory basis without
regard to race, color, gender, gender identity, sexual orientation, pregnancy,
religion, national origin, genetic information, ancestry, age, marital/parental status,
political affiliation, military service, disability, or other non-job-related criteria.
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Sara Fehring - Executive Director John Williams, District
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